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America Experienced. Eighteenth and Mneteenth Century Accounts of Swiss Immigrants
to the United States. Leo Schelbert, editor. Documents translated by Hedwig Rappolt.
Picton Press, 1966. Pp. 453.

This fascinating anthology of letters written by immigrants to the United States
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is a thoroughly engrossing text. What
emerges from the various groupings of correspondence is a picture of a hum~ odyssey
that is often of heroic proportions. The immense courage to uproot oneself and voyage
to an unknown and in some instances unfriendly environment is amply demonstrated as
one reads through the sixty-three letters that comprise this collection.
In all instances the reader is told compellingly of the hardships and frustrations
of leaving familiar surroundings in Switzerland to undertake a re-establishment in
America. Each letter manages to portray the sense of excitement perhaps, and certainly
the palpable feeling of alienation of which the editor, Leo Schelbert, speaks so clearly
in the Introduction to the text. Every correspondent emerges as an individual at odds
with the search for a new identity in a new and often hostile world. Schelbert rightly
notes the feelings of being "alien in alien surroundings." (Prologue, xvi) It is the
struggle to escape this isolation, the constant effort to establish a sense of control over
one's new destiny that characterizes each letter, thereby giving distinct personality to the
various contributions. Seen as a whole, the entire collection of letters gives credence to
the Gidian concepts of self-knowledge and availability to new experiences as the keys to
fulfillment. The reader is left with a sense of admiration as each correspondent makes
the effort to render the New World more and more hospitable and familiar.
As a piece of scholarship and a contribution to the field of Swiss-American
studies, this collection is first-rate. This reviewer was immediately impressed by the
clear organization of the book. Two sections of virtually equal length are devoted, one
each, to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Within each section, the letters span a
time period that gives a balanced perspective of the century in question.
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Of special value in this collection, in addition to the letters themselves, are the
scrupulously edited Bibliography and Indices at the end of the volume. This scholarly
detail will certainly open doors to further research in to the impact of Swiss immigration
to the United States. The double index, one for every name mentioned in the text either
of correspondent or referent, and one for every place to which reference was made, is
of immense import. The picture is complete.
From beginning to end this is a most satisfying contribution, and one that remains
true to its intended objective. In fact, Schelbert has clearly demonstrated with each letter
an individual at odds with the unknown, and that it is truly. " ... their own efforts as well
as the vagaries of fate that make every life unpredictable and a story worth telling." (414)
It is to be hoped that more such letters will be forthcoming. They provide an
important testimony to the power of the human will and sacrifice that helped shape the
development of the United States during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
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